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Introduction
Haiti is a small Caribbean nation which shares the western one 

third of the Island of Hispaniola with the Dominican Republic. Limited 
natural resources and industrial development position Haiti as the 
poorest nation in the Western Hemisphere, with an estimated 80% 
of the population living in poverty [1]. Infrastructure and municipal 
services are limited: improved drinking water is available to 57% of the 
total population, and improved sanitation facilities are available to only 
27% of the total population [1]. Water, sanitation, and hygiene (WaSH) 
initiatives focus on improving access to potable drinking water and 
sanitation in order to decrease prevalence and incidence of diarrheal 
disease [2].

Haiti’s ministry of health currently has limited mechanisms for 
monitoring nationwide statistics on gynaecological health other than 
human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), and more recently cervical 
cancer. However, irritation, discharge, and itching of the vagina are 
frequent complaints among women in rural Haiti, with diagnoses 
ranging from Chlamydia and bacterial vaginosis to candidiasis [3]. 
Large-scale clinical screening of 10,000 women in Port-au-Prince and 
Léogâne confirmed earlier estimates that rates of human papillomavirus 
(HPV) and cervical cancer in Haiti are around the highest in the world 
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Therefore, family wash basins may represent a reservoir for vaginal 
yeast infections even if participants partition out water for personal 
hygiene because of the relative hardiness of the pathogen. 

d) Douching: The practice of douching, forcing water into the 
vaginal canal, or twalet deba  as is it referred to in Haitian Creole, is 
a common practice in Haiti. Research conducted by Seay et al. found 
that 97% of participants reported engaging in the practice of douching 
in Haiti [16]. Douching is believed to pose an additional risk of HPV 
transmission through vaginal tearing associated with dryness [16] 
or through the disruption of the normal vaginal flora [17]. However, 
in this research douching was only mentioned by participants in the 
context of improper bathing techniques, and none of the participants 
stated that they engaged in the practice personally. Instead, participants 
stated that water should only be allowed to flow downward and never 
allowed to enter the vagina. Soap was also not frequently mentioned 
by participants as a standard part of vaginal bathing practices. When 
mentioned, soap was described as a risk factor in causing vaginal 
irritation if not thoroughly rinsed or if strong/scented soaps were used. 

e) Hygiene: Vaginal illness was attributed to infrequent laundering 
of underwear, laundering underwear in unclean/untreated water, and 
allowing the underwear or vagina to come in contact with dust/dirt. 
Haitian participants expressed a belief that dust contamination could 
occur when urinating on the ground or if dust was allowed to collect 
on underwear after laundering. Some hygiene recommendations may 
prove unrealistic for Haitians living in rural settings or in poverty. For 
example, the hot, humid climate restricts the ability to keep underwear 
from becoming wet from sweat; therefore recommendations of wearing 
clean, dry underwear may be impractical. Additional cultural barriers 
to maintaining dry underwear are the practice of rinsing the vagina 
after toileting, or bathing with undergarments in place for modesty 
[13]. 

f) Latrines: Haitians expressed a belief in n=13 (35%) interviews 
that latrines were a cause of vaginal illness. When probed further the 
source of the illness was believed to be coming from inside the latrine, 
often related to a smell or the air inside the latrine immediately following 
opening the lid, and not associated with sitting on the seat itself. A 
waiting period of five minutes was believed to be protective between 
users to allow the perceived contaminant to dissipate. Participants 
expressed a belief that flush toilets are more hygienic and desirable than 
latrines; however, access to flush toilets among Haitian participants in 

this research was limited (Table 5). 

Symptoms 

Discharge was described as being white or yellow in colour and was 
often associated with an odour. Discharge was also described as being 
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is being incorporated and perpetuated by residents of the coastal 
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